Karaghioz by Adam, Lefteri
Behind the scenes, at Karaghioz. Hinges on the 
manipulating rods allow the figures to be faced either way.
In the stalls, youngsters of all ages sit enthralled.
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EW people outside Greece have heard of 
Karaghioz, the Oriental equivalent of the 
Anglo-Saxon Punch and Judy or the French 
Guignol, a unique form of Commedia 
del Arte, where the place of dolls is taken by 
silhouettes appearing behind a screen lighted 
from the inside.
When Mahomet prohibited the impersona­
tion of human beings by their fellows, he 
was laying the psychological foundations for 
the development of a new type of theatrical 
presentation, which, having started at the 
time of the Turkish Sultan Suleimas the 
Magnificent, survived through the centuries 
and spread not only to the neighbouring 
Moslem countries but also to Christian 
Greece.
The legend runs that among the workers 
engaged in the building of the gorgeous 
Blue Mosque in Constantinople, there was 
an ugly fellow with a nose like a sausage; 
but his black eyes were shining with wit 
and burning with sensual ardour. He was 
doing much too little work and much too 
much gallivanting. This black-eyed bounder 
passed into tradition as Karaghioz, which 
in Turkish means “ the black-eyed one.” 
His funny stories, tricks and jokes were 
being passed from mouth to mouth—his 
exploits and plights told and retold. Then 
some Turk with a stage producer’s talent 
decided to perform one of these stories. 
The Koran said no actors and no stage. So 
he used a screen and profile figures made of 
cardboard.
Soon these performances spread. Plays 
were given with Karaghioz as the central 
figure and gradually other stock characters
as well were developed. People from 
neighbouring countries liked the idea and 
produced their own Karaghioz, expressive 
of their particular national traits.
Some say about Homer’s poems that they 
were never written and that Homer himself 
never actually existed. Some popular poet 
first sang the story of a certain hero, and his 
songs were taken up by other singers who 
reproduced them, supplementing and chang­
ing them according to their own personal 
inspiration. In the course of time the 
poems became an epic representative of the 
mentality and the temperament of a whole 
nation. Whether this is true of Homer’s 
poems we may never know for sure. But it 
is certainly true of Karaghioz. No real 
Karaghioz player ever wrote down or 
performed a play. While manipulating his 
figures behind the screen the player creates 
the play anew. He adds new passages or 
cuts out old ones which have ceased to 
appeal to the public ; he invents new gags. 
The Karaghioz plays are a fascinating 
admixture of tradition and topicality. 
Apart from the old stories, new plots arc 
being composed ; and besides the traditional 
characters, new ones are being invented.
The audience likes to hear current items 
commented upon or ridiculed by its time­
less stock heroes. Public opinion manifested 
through the audience’s reaction keeps 
modelling and reshaping the plays. A 
remark which is badly received will not be 
repeated another time. Any passage which 
got an extra big laugh will be given more 
prominent play in the next performance. 
It is this co-operation between the artist
and the public, both ordinary folk as a 
rule, which makes Karaghioz so expressive 
of the national character of the country 
where it is performed, a true voice of the 
people.
The Karaghioz plays are generally come­
dies. Even in the heroic plays the funny 
passages and gags abound. The humour is 
that of the common people, sometimes 
coarse, sometimes naive or obvious, but 
always lively.
Often the performances are given 
additional colour by folk songs accompanied 
by the weird music of the Near and Middle 
East. This music—cornet, flute, contra­
bass and drums—is played also during 
the intervals.
It is, however, from the artistic rather than 
the literary aspect that Karaghioz is unique. 
The figures, sometimes made of cardboard 
perforated with elaborate designs, and some­
times of hide painted with bright colours, 
are always in profile. They are made to 
move behind the screen and always in con­
tact with it, by means of wooden rods 
adjusted to them by a hinge, which enables 
the players to have them turn about face 
when occasion demands. The lights, 
situated a little lower than the screen, come 
in between the screen and the player.
The height of the figures varies not only 
according to physical but also to moral 
considerations. Gendarmes and heroes arc 
usually twice as high as ordinary people. 
The figures are not in one piece. As a rule 
there is one movement at the hips, but 
certain characters are provided with more to 
suit their particular line of activity. The
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A scene from the show. Made of cardboard, or gaily-painted hide, the figures are always in profile.
mischievous hand of Karaghioz, for instance, 
has four articulations.
The player acts all the characters, 
changing his voice and moving the figure 
that is supposed to be talking. The stock 
characters have a typical intonation and 
favourite phrases particular to each one so 
that the audience can tell from the voice of 
an approaching character who he is.
The presentation of dreams offers an 
interesting example of scenic ingenuity. 
The dream is shown by figures of a minute 
scale, replicas of the full-size originals, 
appearing in the air above the dreaming 
character’s head.
The artistic and technical achievements of 
the Karaghioz theatre are remarkable if
one realises that the players are plain people 
with no education and with extremely poor 
means. They have only their talent and 
tradition to fall back on. To-day their 
audiences have been sadly diminished by 
the advent of films, so that their receipts 
are scanty. Nevertheless they continue to 
perform, however little the earnings, how­
ever hard the conditions they have to face. 
But quite often the family tradition is 
broken these days, the son abandoning the 
father’s profession for a more lucrative 
one. It may be that at some not very 
distant date the Karaghioz will belong to 
history. Hollywood will have killed a 
tradition of charm and ingenuity. Emblem from the hero's dream.
The Wedding of Karaghioz. The hero on the extreme left hurrying to meet the bride, who is 
accompanied by a long procession carrying her relatives and dowry.
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